W eight misperception, or failure to recognize the presence of overweight status or obesity, is recognized as a barrier to interventions promoting improved nutrition and physical activity, and as a potential contributor to the childhood obesity epidemic. 1 Recent data from the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey 2005-2012 suggest that weight misperception is highly prevalent among children/ adolescents, with more than two-thirds of overweight and almost one-half of obese U.S. children/adolescents aged 8-15 believing they were the right weight. 2 However, little is understood about intergenerational weight perceptions within at-risk families, particularly when considering children's perceptions of their parents' weight.
Paul et. al. examined the relationship between weight status and 1) self-awareness of body size; 2) perceptions of body size across generations (child's perceptions of mother and vice versa); and 3) body size dissatisfaction in a cross-sectional study of predominantly Hispanic mother-child pairs recruited from an urban university clinic. 3 One particularly novel finding is that children in the cohort often misclassified the weight status of their mothers, particularly when their mothers were overweight or obese. This finding suggests that a child's weight misperception may not be limited to his or her own body size, but may extend to misperceptions about family members and may be passed intergenerationally. As children misperceive obesity as normal weight for themselves and their mothers, they may be more tolerant of greater weight or weight gain over time. These findings suggest weight misperception as a potential mechanism by which obesity "spreads" across social networks. 4 While information on prevalent cardiovascular risk factors among the mothers was provided, there were no data available on health beliefs in the study population. It would be interesting to see whether attitudes about overall health status and risk for obesity-related chronic diseases varied based on body-size perceptions among the mothers and/or children. Prior work suggests that obese adults with weight misperception also underestimate the risk of obesity-associated comorbidities, including diabetes, hypertension, or cardiovascular events.
